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Summary 

The budget reconciliation process is an optional procedure under the Congressional Budget Act 
of 1974 that operates as an adjunct to the annual budget resolution process. The chief purpose of 
the reconciliation process is to enhance Congress’s ability to change current law in order to bring 
revenue and spending levels into conformity with the policies of the budget resolution. 
Accordingly, reconciliation probably is the most potent budget enforcement tool available to 
Congress for a large portion of the budget. 

Reconciliation is a two-stage process in which reconciliation instructions are included in the 
budget resolution, directing the appropriate committees to develop legislation achieving the 
desired budgetary outcomes, and the resultant legislation (usually incorporated into an omnibus 
bill) is considered under expedited procedures in the House and Senate. 

Reconciliation was first used by the House and Senate in calendar year 1980 for FY1981. As an 
optional procedure, it has not been used every year. During the period from 1980 to the present, 
20 reconciliation measures were enacted into law and three were vetoed. 

Under a revised timetable in effect since FY1987, the annual budget resolution is scheduled for 
final adoption by the House and Senate by April 15. The current timetable prescribes June 15 as 
the deadline for completing action on any required reconciliation legislation, but there is no 
explicit requirement to that effect. 

The record of experience with reconciliation legislation over the period covering 1980 to the 
present indicates considerable variation in the time needed to process such measures, from the 
date the reconciliation instructions take effect (upon final adoption of the budget resolution) until 
the resultant reconciliation legislation is approved or vetoed by the President. The interval for the 
23 reconciliation measures ranged from a low of 27 days (for the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation 
Act of 1 990) to a high of 3 84 days (for the Tax Increase Prevention and Reconciliation Act of 
2005). On average, completing the process took about five months (150 days), well beyond the 
two months contemplated by the timetable in the 1974 Congressional Budget Act. 

With regard to the use of reconciliation by congressional session, action on 1 1 such measures was 
completed during the first session and on 12 such measures during the second session. Congress and 
the President have shown the ability to initiate the reconciliation process and conclude it reasonably 
early in the same session; in the case of eight bills (for seven different years), reconciliation measures 
were enacted or vetoed before the end of August. On the other hand, the reconciliation process can be 
lengthy and drawn out; in four instances, reconciliation measures were not enacted or vetoed until 
December, and in five other instances, carried over to the following year. 

This report will be updated as developments warrant. 
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T he budget reconciliation process has been one of the chief tools used by Congress during 
the period covering from 1980 to the present to implement major changes in budget policy. 
Following a brief overview of the budget reconciliation process, this report provides 
information on the timing of House and Senate action on reconciliation measures. 



Overview of the Budget Reconciliation Process 

Under the Congressional Budget and Impoundment Control Act of 1974 (P.L. 93-344, as 
amended), the House and Senate are required to adopt at least one budget resolution each year. 1 
The budget resolution, which takes the form of a concurrent resolution and is not sent to the 
President for his approval or veto, serves as a congressional statement in broad terms regarding 
the appropriate revenue, spending, and debt policies, as well as a guide to the subsequent 
consideration of legislation implementing such policies at agency and programmatic levels. 
Budget resolution policies are enforced through a variety of mechanisms, including points of 
order. 2 The House and Senate Budget Committees, which were created by the 1974 act, exercise 
exclusive jurisdiction over budget resolutions and are responsible for monitoring their 
enforcement. 

In developing a budget resolution, the House and Senate Budget Committees rely on baseline 
budget projections prepared by the Congressional Budget Office (CBO). A budget resolution 
typically reflects many different assumptions regarding legislative action expected to occur 
during a session that would cause revenue and spending levels to be changed from baseline 
amounts. However, most revenue and direct spending 3 occurs automatically each year under 
permanent law; therefore, if the committees with jurisdiction over the revenue and direct 
spending programs do not report legislation to carry out the budget resolution policies by 
amending existing law, revenue and direct spending for these programs likely will continue 
without change. 

The budget reconciliation process is an optional procedure that operates as an adjunct to the 
budget resolution process. 4 The chief purpose of the reconciliation process is to enhance 
Congress’s ability to change current law to bring revenue and spending levels into conformity 
with the policies of the budget resolution. Accordingly, reconciliation probably is the most potent 
budget enforcement tool available to Congress for a large portion of the budget. 

Reconciliation is a two-stage process. First, reconciliation instructions are included in the budget 
resolution, directing the appropriate committees to develop legislation achieving the desired 



1 Beginning with the inception of the congressional budget process in 1975 (for FY1976), the House and Senate have 
met this requirement every year except in 1998 (for FY1999), 2002 (for FY2003), 2004 (for FY2005), 2006 (for 
FY2007), and 2010 (for FY201 1). For background information on budget resolutions, see CRS Report RL30297, 
Congressional Budget Resolutions: Historical Information, by Bill Heniff Jr. and Justin Murray. 

2 The congressional budget process, and its enforcement procedures, are discussed in more detail in CRS Report 98- 
72 1 , Introduction to the Federal Budget Process, coordinated by Bill Heniff Jr. 

3 Direct spending is generally provided in substantive law under the jurisdiction of the legislative committees, in 
contrast to discretionary spending, which is provided in annual appropriations acts under the jurisdiction of the House 
and Senate Appropriations Committees. Most direct spending programs are entitlements, such as Social Security, 
Medicare, federal civilian and military retirement, and unemployment compensation. 

4 For a detailed discussion of the budget reconciliation process, see CRS Report RL33030, The Budget Reconciliation 
Process: House and Senate Procedures, by Robert Keith and Bill Heniff Jr. 
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budgetary outcomes. The instructed committees submit their legislative recommendations to their 
respective Budget Committees by the deadline prescribed in the budget resolution; the Budget 
Committees incorporate them into an omnibus budget reconciliation bill without making any 
substantive revisions. 

The second step involves consideration of the resultant reconciliation legislation by the House 
and Senate under expedited procedures. Among other things, debate in the Senate on any 
reconciliation measure is limited to 20 hours (and 1 0 hours on a conference report) and 
amendments must be germane. The House Rules Committee typically sets limitations on debate 
and the offering of amendments during consideration of reconciliation measures in the House. 

In cases where only one committee has been instructed, the process allows that committee to 
report its reconciliation legislation directly to its parent chamber, thus bypassing the Budget 
Committee. In some years, budget resolutions included reconciliation instructions that afforded 
the House and Senate the option of considering two or more different reconciliation bills. Once 
the reconciliation legislation called for in the budget resolution has been approved or vetoed by 
the President, the process is concluded; Congress cannot develop another reconciliation bill in the 
wake of a veto without first adopting another budget resolution containing reconciliation 
instructions. 



Figure I . Major Stages of the Reconciliation Process 
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Source: Congressional Research Service. 

Reconciliation was first used by the House and Senate during the administration of President 
Jimmy Carter, in calendar year 1980 for FY1981. 5 As an optional procedure, it has not been used 
every year. During the period covering FY1981 to the present, 20 omnibus reconciliation 
measures were enacted into law and three were vetoed (see Table 1). 



5 The Senate considered a revenue-reduction bill for FY1976 (H.R. 5559) under reconciliation procedures in December 
1975. It was initiated under a second budget resolution for that fiscal year and was not considered to be a reconciliation 
bill in the House; the bill did not become law. This report presents data on the timing of action on reconciliation 
measures initiated in conjunction with budget resolutions scheduled for adoption in the spring and thus excludes Senate 
consideration of H.R. 5559 in 1975. 
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Table I. Budget Resolutions and Resultant Reconciliation Acts: FY 1 98 1 -Present 



Fiscal 

Year 


Budget 

Resolution 


Resultant Reconciliation Act(s) 


Date 

Enacted 


1981 


H.Con.Res. 307 


Omnibus Reconciliation Act of 1980 (P.L. 96-499) 


1 2/05/80 


1982 


H.Con.Res. 115 


Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1981 (P.L. 97-35) 


08/13/81 


1983 


S.Con.Res. 92 


Tax Equity and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 1982 (P.L. 97-248) 


09/03/82 






Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1982 (P.L. 97-253) 


09/08/82 


1984 


H.Con.Res. 91 


Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1983 (P.L. 98-270) 


04/18/84 


1986 


S.Con.Res. 32 


Consolidated Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1985 (P.L. 99- 
272) 


04/07/86 


1987 


S.Con.Res. 120 


Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1986 (P.L. 99-509) 


10/21/86 


1988 


S.Con.Res. 93 


Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1987 (P.L. 100-203) 


12/22/87 


1990 


H.Con.Res. 106 


Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1989 (P.L. 101-239) 


12/19/89 


1991 


H.Con.Res. 310 


Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1990 (P.L. 101-508) 


1 1/05/90 


1994 


H.Con.Res. 64 


Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993 (P.L. 103-66) 


08/10/93 


1996 


H.Con.Res. 67 


Balanced Budget Act of 1995 


1 2/06/95 
(vetoed) 


1997 


H.Con.Res. 178 


Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 
1996 (P.L. 104-193) 


08/22/96 


1998 


H.Con.Res. 84 


Balanced Budget Act of 1997 (P.L. 105-33) 


08/05/97 






Taxpayer Relief Act of 1997 (P.L. 105-34) 


08/05/97 


2000 


H.Con.Res. 68 


Taxpayer Refund and Relief Act of 1999 (H.R. 2488) 


09/23/99 

(vetoed) 


2001 


H.Con.Res. 290 


Marriage Tax Relief Reconciliation Act of 2000 (H.R. 4810) 


08/05/00 

(vetoed) 


2002 


H.Con.Res. 83 


Economic Growth and Tax Relief Reconciliation Act of 2001 (P.L. 
107-16) 


06/07/01 


2004 


H.Con.Res. 95 


Jobs and Growth Tax Relief Reconciliation Act of 2003 (P.L. 108-27) 


05/28/03 


2006 


H.Con.Res. 95 


Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 (P.L. 109-171) 


02/08/06 






Tax Increase Prevention and Reconciliation Act of 2005 (P.L. 109- 
222) 


05/17/06 


2008 


S.Con.Res. 2 1 


College Cost Reduction and Access Act of 2007 (P.L. 1 10-84) 


09/27/07 


2010 


S.Con.Res. 13 


Health Care and Education Reconciliation Act of 2010 (P.L. 1 1 1-152) 


03/30/2010 



Source: Prepared by the Congressional Research Service. 



In some years, reconciliation was proposed by one or both chambers, but not activated. The 
FY1999 budget resolution passed by the House (H.Con.Res. 284, 105 th Congress), for example, 
included reconciliation directives to nine House committees; the Senate -passed budget resolution 
(S.Con.Res. 86) did not contain reconciliation directives. Ultimately, the House and Senate did 
not reach final agreement on the FY 1 999 budget resolution and reconciliation procedures were 
not used that year. Similarly, the FY2013 budget resolution agreed to by the House (H.Con.Res. 

1 12, 1 12 th Congress) contained reconciliation directives to six House committees. Although the 
House and Senate did not come to agreement on a budget resolution, the six specified House 
committees submitted their reconciliation language to the House Budget Committee by the 
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